Educational Considerations
Volume 13

Number 2

Article 11

4-1-1986

Rural Isolation: The Need for Information
S. L. Ward
Kansas State University

Follow this and additional works at: https://newprairiepress.org/edconsiderations
Part of the Higher Education Commons

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 4.0
License.
Recommended Citation
Ward, S. L. (1986) "Rural Isolation: The Need for Information," Educational Considerations: Vol. 13: No. 2.
https://doi.org/10.4148/0146-9282.1689

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by New Prairie Press. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Educational Considerations by an authorized administrator of New Prairie Press. For more information, please
contact cads@k-state.edu.

Ward: Rural Isolation: The Need for Information

Adults faced with a crisis need immediate
access to informati on more than entry into
longer-term educational programs. This article describes one state's attempts to coordinate its educational resources in response
to the agricultural crisis.

Rural
Isolation:
The Need for
Information
by S.L. Ward
le

The state of the farm economy has been of considerab concern nationwide and has received extensive med ia
attention during the past year. Farm financial conditions
have deteriorated over the past four years as agriculture has
experienced a prolonged period of excess supply with persistent pressures on Income and net worth o f farmers.
The inflationary period of the '70s provided an increash1g financial base for borrowing, but since 1981 farmland
lues
va
have declined drastically and lower farm incomes
have reduced lhe farmer's ability to service existing debt.
Significant numbers o f farmers, particularly commercial
sized family farms (!hose with gross sales over $100,000),
face problems in obtaining credit, and many face liQuida·
tion or foreclosure. In Kansas, as in other states with a
strong agriculturally based economy, the problem of indi·
viduals and families being dislocated from rural communi·
ties has reached crisis proport ions.
As an example of the problems being faced nation·
wide, a farm finance survey completed In February 1986 by
the Kansas Crop and Livestock Report ing Service Indicated
that 5.55 percent of Kansas' 72,0CI) farmers expect to fail
during 1986. The same survey also ind icated that an additional 12.5 percent are in critical financial trouble with debtto-asset ratios of 70 percent or more-a strong signal that
their survival is in serious doubt. Agricultural Economists at
Kansas State University predict that an additional 25 percent of Kansas· family farms will likely be lost during the following five years. And to make gloomy statistics even more
dire, It Is estimated that for every seven farms that fail, one
rural main street business establishment will close. Based
on these predictions, conservative estimates of the
numbers of Kansans likely to be affected over the next
12 months and the following five years would suggest that
perhaps as many as 200,000 rural residents or approxi·
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mateiy 25 percent of Kansas' rural population could be dis·
placed by 1991.
The implications of this type of dlsplacemont in rural
communities is likely to be devastating, but more lmmedi·
ate is the impact on individuals and families who are faced
with the loss of not only a livelihood but also a way of life.
For many rural residents facing this situation, the broad dis·
tances that once represented their llvelihOod and their free·
dom now isolate them from po1ential assistance. Time, dis·
tance, lack of program availability, shortages of trained
helping professionals and insufficient supporting revenues
are usually cited as the major barriers to providing assis·
tance in most rural communities.
Work at Kansas State University and the Menninger
Foundation over the past few years has suggested thal lack
of access to information about existing programs is perhaps an even greater obstacle to rural residents seeking assistance with personal and family problems than the trad•·
lional barriers. Two programs are now attempting to address
lhe service del ivery needs of rural residenls lhrough the de·
velopment of an information access system. While these
two programs have mutual roots they have evolved in differ·
ent directions.
One of these programs Is the Service Coordination
System for Rural Rehabilitation developed by the Men·
n inger Foundation's Research and Trainl ng Center for Voca·
tional Rehabilitation . This model is designed to provide dis·
abled rural residents with a user oriented , aotualed and
controlled delivery system which is community based, lo·
cally adapted, yet linked to a slate or regional information
network.
The other program is lhe Kansas Farmer's Assislance,
Counseling and Traini ng Service (FACTS). Established by
the 1985 Kansas legislature this program was designed 10
assist Kansas farmers, ranchers, agribusinessmen and
!heir fam ilies in avoiding or al leviating the problems and
distress resulting from the current agricultural economic
crisis. More specifically the legislative mandate directed
lhe FACTS Program to:
1. help Kansas farmers, ranchers and agribusiness·
men save the family farm/business operation whenever hu·
manly possible.
2. help individuals and families cope with the problems
involved in living under the conditions imposed by the cur·
rent farm economy.
3. help families make a successful transition 10 an·
other livelihood, when absolutely no way can be lound 10
save the farm/business.
In simpler terms, the FACTS Program was developed 10
serve as the state's point of first assistance for rural lndivid·
uals and families in crisis. In this capacity, the FACTS Program was envisioned primarily as a statewide, Ioli-free Jele·
phone hotline to provide information and referrals for farm
production, financial management and family stress problems. In tact, the overwhelming number of calls has caused
the FACTS Program to evolve into much more than just a
hotline referral source for farm families. In the first eighl
months of operation, nearly 2,000 individuals and families
have requested FACTS assistance.
There have been some surprises In lhe Individuals calling and the types of assistance requested . Prior 10 slarting
up the hotline, all pertinent research and knowledgeable input suggested that this economic crisis was a young
farmer's problem and that, as such, the farms involved
would
be smaller. Also, it was suggested that since farmers
are such a s toic lot, that a significant proportion of ail calls
would be from farm wives wanling to discuss family prob·
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lems. Stati stics suggest otherwise, as shown in Figure 1.
Figure 1
Personal Data
Male Callers:
72.33% Average Age:
49
Female Callers:
27.67% Average Years Farming: 25
Farm Data
Diversified Farms: 63.73% Crop Only Farms: 23.75%
Agri·Businesses:
6.70% Livestock On ly
Farms:
5.80%
Average size
of Farms:
11 45 acres
Type of Assistance Requested
Financial/Legal:
70.84 %
Employment/
Retraining:
10.66%
Family Problems:
5.71 %
(Includes mental
health problems)
Other:
12.79%
(Includes requests
for specific
info rmation)
At the current level ol usage, it is est imated the FACTS
Program will receive calls from at least 5 percent of the
state's farmers in the first year. Considering the increasing
d ifficu lty farmers are having in finding operating capital for
the approaching season and the expec ted Impac t of the
1985 farm bill
, there is every reason to expect the level of
calls to increase during the spring and winter of 1986.
Currently, the FACTS staff consists of six s taff positions. This includes:
1) a prog ram d irec tor with experience In business and
community development,
2) an attorney with an agricultur
al l
aw background,
3) a farm management specialist with a s trong farm
finance background,
4) a family needs specialis t,
5) a family therapist with a strong crisis intervention
background ,
6) and an employment/retraining special ist with extensive experience in d islocated worker programs.
The current proc edure in providing assistance to
hotli ne callers is for a FACTS staff member (or trained vol un·
teer} to take the initial incoming call and fi ll out an intake
sheet tis ting name, address, phone and basic nature of the
call along with a brief desc ription of the situation . Callers
are then assured of the abso lute confidentiality of all calls
and asked when it wou ld be convenient fo r a FACTS staff
member to call them back. Return calls are made in all situations except when we encounter extremely emotional
callers,lent
po i
al suicides, or callers who refuse to provide a
name or phone number. During this interval, the situation is
assessed, prioritized and a determination is made as to
which staff specialis t (or specialists) can provide the most
appropriate counseling.
A return call is then made to the individual and as much
time as is necessary is spent on the phone wilh them to determine specifics about the problems being experienced,
how these problems developed, and what the caller wants
for his or her future. The FACTS staff specialist then helps
callers exam ine potential opt ions for dealing with the iden·
edtill
problems and, as necessary, provides referrals to
sources of direct assistance.
At the present time, services provided directly by the
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FACTS Program consist of:
1) Farm Credit Counseling - no cost farm plan reorgan ·
ization and debt restructuring assis tance at six locations
throughout the state.
2) Legal Assistance - no cost legal assistance at 11 lo·
cations throughout the state provided through a contract
with Kansas Legal Services, Inc. (a non-profit legal assistance corporation).
3) Documentation of Innovative Approaches - catalo
ging of innovative individual and community responses to
specific problems that might be transferable to other situations.
4) Assistance Directories - development of a statewide directory of emergency assistance resources and adi·
rec tory of agricultural, social service, community and legal
assistance sources for use by both the FACTS staff and
o ther helping professionals who might have direct contact
with distressed farmers and other rur,al residents.
5) Communily Response Assistance - techn ical assis·
tance to local communities and o rganizations in developing
local responses lo specific situations and needs.
6) Mas ter Calendar of State, Regional and Local
Events - lden tiflcalion of workshops, semi nars, confer·
ences and other educat ional activities that might be of
value to either those with problems or other helping agen·
cies.
7) Documentation and research o f farm and rural com·
munity cond itions and analysis of possible state and local
initiatives.
8) Documentation and research of rad ical and extremist organizat ions and activities.
One unexpected result of receiving so many calls has
been the ability of FACTS staff to accurately identi fy immediate problem situations (e.g. a bank closing), individual and
family needs not being met by existing services and geograph ical areas of the state with concentrations of particular types of problems. The ability to identify such situations
and needs has motivated the FACTS staff to be as responsive as possible. In some situat ions, response is possible
almost immediately. in other situations, FACTS works cooperatively with other state and local agenc ies and programs
to provide assistance utilizing existi ng resources. To date,
the FACTS program has seen only one agency refuse to ut i·
lize existing resources to respond to rural crisis situat ions.
Currently, cooperative relationshi ps have been devel·
oped with seven agencies providing needed services state·
wide:
1) Kansas Cooperative Extension Service - provides
o ne-on-one farm financial analysis to all farmers requesting
such assistance, assists communities with economic de·
velopment programs, provides entrepreneurial training
seminars for d islocated farmers wanting to establ ish a pri ·
vate business.• provides train ing for individuals and organizations wanting to establish inter-personal support networks, and cooperates in the development of local Farm
Stress Seminars and Rural Issues Forums.
2) Kansas Attorney General - invest igates and provides legal assistance in cases involving loan fraud and
consumer protection .
3) Consultation of Cooperating Chu rches in Kansas provides immed iate c ash grants for fam ilies needing tern·
porary emergency assistance for food , medical assistance,
utilities, etc .
4) Kansas Rural Issues Ecumenical Coalit ion - assists
organization sand communities in the development o f Rural
Issues Forums and other public educational programs.
5) Regional Mental Health Centers - provides long·
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term professional mental health counseling as well as provid ing local backup, as necessary, in suicide intervention
situations.
6) Area Agencies on Aging - provides special services
to individuals55and o lder as well as providing employment/
retraining assistance.
7) Small Business Development Centers - provides
o ne·on-one financial counseli ng services for rural non-farm
businesses and also provides assistance to communities in
developing
pla for adapting to long-term business pattern
ns
changes.
Recent work by rural sociologists suggests that disfo·
cated farm families
value most those individuals who took
the ti me to listen and were willing to be non -j udgmental.
The experience of the FACTS staff s trongly supports these
findings. If there is any one significant aspect of the devel opment of the FACTS Program that has enabled it to succeed, it has been having a professionally trained staff that
has extensive personal experience in the subject matter areas they deal with. When callers talk to a FACTS specialist it
becomes immediately obvious to them that they are talk ing
to a person who not only cares about their problem, but al so
understands it. As a result
,
very close re
lationships tend to
develop between the FACTS staff and the ind ividuals and
families they counsel - relationships that sometimes last
over extended periods of time and eventually encompass a
wide range of problems.
Another factor that seems to result from the prolessional expertise of the FACTS staff is trust It is not Inf re·
quent for callers to have literally hundreds of thousands of
dollars at risk when they call the hotline. It is absolutely crit·
ical that the information individuals receive be the best pos·
sible for their circumstances. And the only way this can be
assured is with a professional staff. Volunteers in such a
program as FACTS can play many valuable roles, receiving
initial intake calls (after they have training in hand ling Sui·
cide calls), assisting in research and promotion activities,
providing administrative support. Bu t the counseling role is
one that must, if for no other reason th an liability, be han ·
d led by professionals.
One demonstrable result of the levels of trust exhibited
is the fact that at least half of all calls daily are repeat calls.
Furthermore, the followup rate on referrals is remarkably
high. In most situations it runs close to 100 percent. In two
particular types of referrals (legal assistance and farm fi·
nancial analysi s) followupsometimes exceeds 100 percent.
Such a situat ion results when individuals find the service so
valuable that they go home and tell friends and relatives
about the service and they, in turn, go directly to the service
provider, bypassing FACTS.
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Another fac tor that has contributed much to the success of the FACTS Program has been its political neutrality.
Considerable effort has gone into insuring that callers are
provided with factual info rmation as it relates to their situa·
tion. From the beginning, it was felt that if callers believed
that counseli ng was biased toward any particular political
viewpoint, the program's credibility would be seriously
compromised. Our success in achieving this goal has aptly
been demonstrated by the fact that, to date, the FACTS Pro·
gram is the first issue all of the s tate's farm organizations
have ever unanimously supported.
But for all of the apparent responsiveness and success
of the FACTS Program, several issues still need to be ad·
d ressed. One persistent problem is exposu re. Media suppo rt has been remarkable, but ·even so a common com plaint
from individuals across the s tate is that they don't find out
about the program until it is too late. Additionally, several
priority needs have been identified that have yet to be met
through any exis ting resource.
The emotional tol l of operating a farm under today's
economic condit ions can be devastating to both individuals
and families. In order to help families work through these
stresses, the FACTS Program believes it is highly desirable
to develop a statewide "Good Neighbor" netwo rk whereby
farmers and farm famil ies who have been through crisis sit·
uations can provide peer support to others facing similar
problems. Fi nding the resources to begin the development
of local support networks that can link together has been
difficult. Si
rl mila y, the effect o f farm stress on children is ex treme. But as of yet there are few, if any programs, that are
capable of responding specifically to youth problems either
in a family setting, through the schools or through youth
programs.
The fact has also been recognized that professional s
from a wide variety of agencies and organizations whO have
direct contact with farmers and o ther rural residents under
s tress are at a toss as to how to deal with the intimate, personal (and sometimes explosive) situations that can suddenly develop. Much work needs to be done to provide these
professionals with a working knowledge of how to deal not
only with such situations but also their own feelings about
such situations.
And lastly, the potential for research across the broad
range of individual, family and community issues involving
reac tions to stress and change are hardly being add ressed.
To put it mild Ily, here is a significant event occurring in rural
America today. It is one that we have a responsibil ity to
know more about; not just so we can cope with the immedi·
ate problems, but also so we can address the future.
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